Is Adventist Theology Compatible With Evolutionary Theory? by Canale, Fernando
Perspective Digest 
Volume 10 
Issue 4 Fall Article 1 
2005 
Is Adventist Theology Compatible With Evolutionary Theory? 
Fernando Canale 
Andrews University, canale@andrews.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd 
 Part of the Evolution Commons, and the Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion 
Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Canale, Fernando (2005) "Is Adventist Theology Compatible With Evolutionary Theory?," Perspective 
Digest: Vol. 10 : Iss. 4 , Article 1. 
Available at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol10/iss4/1 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Adventist Theological Society at Digital Commons @ 
Andrews University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Perspective Digest by an authorized editor of Digital 
Commons @ Andrews University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu. 
5
creation and deep-time evolutionary
theory are compatible forget that in
biblical thinking, time is of the
essence. God acts historically in
human time and space. Biblical the-
ology cannot fit the evolutionary
version of historical development
without losing its essence and truth.
God’s works in history cannot fol-
low evolutionary theory.
Any attempt to accommodate
Adventist theology to deep time/
macro evolutionary views must
ensure that it upholds four princi-
ples: (1) It does not change the order
of theological causes assumed in
Scripture; (2) it does not change the
biblical history of God’s acts; (3) it
supports the pillars of the Adventist
faith; and (4) it strengthens the his-
torical understanding of redemption
embedded in the sanctuary doctrine
and the Great Controversy metanar-
rative.
Rewriting Biblical History 
Those who invite us to read Gene-
sis 1 theologically must recognize that
theological interpretations spring
from our conception of God’s nature
and His actions in created time. Usu-
ally, theological readings assume that
“ultimate” reality is timeless, that God
does not act within a historical se-
quence. Thus, historical events do not
belong to what is properly theologi-
cal. This is why for most Christian
theologians the evolutionary rewrit-
ing of history does not affect theolog-
ical (religious) contents, allowing
them to separate the theological (reli-
gious) content of Genesis 1 (its truth)
from its historical wrapping (the
story). The six-day, 24-hour period
and the historical process described
in the text are dismissed as non-theo-
logical: God’s creative action is dis-
placed from the historical to the spir-
itual realm.
Yet Adventists read Scripture
from the biblical understanding of
God’s being and actions. When they
read the text theologically, they see
God creating our planet in a histori-
cal sequence of six consecutive 24-
hour days. This sequence forms part
of the history of God, and, therefore,
of the interpretation of Creation
that the text conveys. It also forms
part of the history of our planet.
God is performing a divine act in a
historical sequence within the flow
of created time.
Harmonization of theology with
evolution begins by accepting the
evolutionary rewriting of the history
of humankind. Paleontologists, ge-
ologists, and biologists claim to be
describing the accurate story of his-
torical realities. Because the Genesis
story does not fit the facts as under-
stood by evolutionists, some theolo-
gians seriously consider letting bibli-
cal history go. Because they accept
that God’s act of creation does not
take place in history, they classify the
biblical history of Creation as myth
or literary framework. Yet the inner
4
ome assume that Adventist the-
ology is compatible with deep-
time evolutionary theory. For
them, all it takes to harmonize
evolution with Adventist theol-
ogy is to interpret Genesis 1 theolog-
ically—that is, not literally. If we
were to make such a small conces-
sion, they assert, Adventist theology
and doctrines would not only re-
main unchanged but would also
become relevant to those persuaded
of the truthfulness of deep-time and
evolutionary ideas. Adventism’s in-
tellectual credibility would increase
and broaden.
This view assumes that the deep-
time theory of origins would not
disturb the theological truths of
Scripture or the Adventist theologi-
cal system and fundamental beliefs.
When it comes to the theological
understanding of Creation, time
would not be of the essence.
Yet, if scientific and methodolog-
ical convictions caused Adventists to
accept deep-time and evolutionary
ideas as true, they would have to
harmonize not only Genesis 1 but
also the entire system of Adventist
doctrines. Nothing would remain
unchanged.
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created by a combination of instan-
taneous miraculous fiat creation and
of a process of creation outside his-
tory. He suggests that several acts of
fiat creation have occurred through
deep evolutionary time, which helps
to clarify the gaps in evolutionary
theory that science cannot explain.
Then, Ramm says, God “turns the
task of creation over to the Holy
Spirit who is inside Nature.”3 The
Holy Spirit is seen as the energy that
brings about the evolutionary side of
God’s plan of creation.
According to these theories, God
works out the events of natural and
human history as reconstructed by
the biological mechanism and laws
of evolution. According to Scripture,
however, God created our world by
acting not from inside or outside
history but from within its historical
flow.
The difference between theistic
evolution and progressive creation-
ism consists in the way their propo-
nents see God’s involvement in the
process of evolution. Both, however,
share the conviction that evolution-
ary science tells the true story of
what actually took place in historical
reality. Moreover, both views assume
that God does not work historically
within the sequence of historical
events. Divine causality does not
operate historically (sequentially)
but spiritually (instantaneously).
The way in which theistic evolu-
tion and progressive creationism
deal with creation demonstrates that
harmonizing biblical creation with
deep-time evolutionary theory re-
quires more than a theological inter-
pretation of Genesis 1. God’s provi-
dential activities must also harmonize
with evolutionary causal order so
that it may fit the actual outcome of
the biological mechanism of evolu-
tion.
A Conflict of Metanarratives 
All systems of theological inter-
pretation revolve on an inner logic
that centers on the way theologians
understand the being and actions of
God. In theological method this
6
logic of theological thinking articu-
lated by God’s acts suggests that let-
ting go of the biblical history of Cre-
ation entails letting go of the biblical
history of redemption and end
times.
For instance, theologians working
from the historical-critical method of
biblical interpretation apply the same
evolutionary pattern to the entire
sweep of biblical history. They are
willing to let go not only of the his-
tory of Creation but also of the en-
tirety of biblical history, particularly
when it presents God acting histori-
cally within the process of human
history. Therefore, we should not be
surprised that this theological ap-
proach posits the new earth not to be
historical but spiritual.
Spiritualizing Biblical Theology
Both theology and evolution
revolve around reality and its causes.
Genesis 1 explains the origin of the
physical world as a historical se-
quence of divine creative acts in
space and time. Evolution explains
the origin of the same physical world
by constructing a different history
with different length, events, and
causes. Clearly, the two historical
scenarios cannot both be true. Thus,
harmonization of biblical creation
to evolution requires not only the
acceptance of a different account of
history but also a different under-
standing of God’s causal role in his-
tory. The centrality of this issue for
theology cannot be overemphasized.
Theological consistency requires
that once we adjust our view of how
God relates to evolutionary theory,
we will apply the same view
throughout the entire range of
human history. This brings us to a
central issue in any theological har-
monization of Genesis 1 to evolu-
tion, namely, divine causality in evo-
lutionary theory. Theistic evolution
and progressive creationism are the
leading intermediate models to har-
monize creation and evolution theo-
logically. Both understand divine
causality in evolutionary theory
spiritually rather than historically.
Theistic Evolution. Teilhard de
Chardin, a French Roman Catholic
priest, imagines a system of theistic
evolution in which God works from
the inside of nature and history, not
from the outside. God works as spir-
itual energy, which to animate evo-
lution in its lower stages “could of
course only act in an impersonal
form and under the veil of biology.”1
Thus, divine causality does not
operate within history but as hidden
energy from the realm of the spirit.
Progressive Creationism. Bernard
Ramm, an American evangelical
theologian, rejects theistic evolution
because it springs from a pantheistic
view of God. Instead, he suggests
progressive creationism as the the-
ory that is the “best accounting for
all the facts—biological, geological,
and Biblical.”2 He asserts that God
Both theistic evolution and progressive creationism share the 
conviction that evolutionary science tells the true story of what actu-
ally took place in historical reality. Moreover, both views assume that
God does not work historically within the sequence of historical
events. Divine causality does not operate historically (sequentially)
but spiritually (instantaneously).
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template and the biblical metanarra-
tive template: the former places God
and His acts in a spiritual and time-
less non-historical reality; the latter
places God and His acts in the his-
torical continuum of created reality.
This helps us to understand why
Roman Catholic and Protestant the-
ologians argue that since evolution
fits the template of classical meta-
physics, they can harmonize it to
Christianity without changing its
theological structure and inner
logic.
Evolution does not fit the biblical
template embodied in the Great
Controversy metanarrative. Evolu-
tion is a metanarrative about the
origins of human history that fits
well in the timeless non-historical
template into which Roman Cath-
olic and Protestant theologies fit. By
the same token, the evolutionary
metanarrative collides with the
Great Controversy metanarrative
because both attempt to explain the
same historical reality using differ-
ent views of the causes involved in
the process. Evolution and creation-
ism are incompatible metanarra-
tives.
The Role of Cosmology 
in Theological Interpretation
To understand the way in which
deep-time evolutionary theory
would affect Adventist theology and
doctrines, we need to realize the
over-arching role that cosmology—
the study of the physical universe in
time and space—plays in Christian
theology. In theological thinking,
cosmology is not a side issue but an
issue that informs the understand-
ing of all biblical teachings. Changes
in these far-reaching ideas necessar-
ily unleash changes in the entire the-
ological system. To accommodate
Genesis 1 to deep-time evolutionary
theory, theologians implicitly mod-
ify the way they assume God acts in
history. And this elicits massive rein-
terpretations of the entire system of
biblical theology that articulates the
history of God’s actions.
The Real Issue
From the theological perspective,
the issue is not to decide between a
literal versus a theological interpre-
tation of Genesis 1 but between two
different theological interpretations:
a spiritual (philosophical), and a his-
torical (biblical) understanding of
divine activity in human history.
Deep-time evolutionary theory and
Genesis 1 are essential components
of two incompatible metanarratives
that attempt to explain the history of
reality. Adventism cannot harmo-
nize biblical creation with deep-time
evolutionary theory without chang-
ing its essence and theological sys-
tem. Harmonization with deep-time
evolutionary theory affects the en-
tire sweep of theological and scien-
tific understandings.
Adventists who insist that our
8
conception behaves as an interpreta-
tive “template” shaping all theologi-
cal ideas and doctrines of Scripture.
Changes in the template of any the-
ological system unleash changes in
the understanding of its theological
ideas, doctrines, and interpretations
of Scripture. The template, then,
ultimately controls whether we can
integrate a new idea like evolution
into the inner logic of the system of
biblical theology.
Roman Catholicism and Protes-
tantism share the same template
from which they ground and de-
velop their theologies. For them, the
template is metaphysics, in which
the notions of a timeless God, sover-
eign providence, and the immortal
soul play a dominant role. Bernard
Ramm recognized the defining role
that this template plays in the task in
his progressive creation model of
accommodating evangelical theol-
ogy to evolutionary theory. “If it can
be demonstrated to the satisfaction
of all that evolution is contrary to
Christian metaphysics then we must
brand theistic evolution [and pro-
gressive creationism] as an impossi-
ble position. We shall be either
Christians or evolutionists.”4 Obvi-
ously, theistic evolutionists and pro-
gressive creationists believe that evo-
lutionary theory is not contrary to
Christian metaphysics. Historical
contradictions are not important;
metaphysical contradictions are.
Adventist theology also has a the-
ological template. It implicitly rejects
the metaphysical template on which
Christian theology stands and re-
places it with the Great Controversy
metanarrative found in Scripture
itself. Ellen White testified to the exis-
tence of an Adventist template when
she explained that “the subject of the
sanctuary . . . opened to view a com-
plete system of truth, connected and
harmonious, showing that God’s
hand had directed the great advent
movement, and revealing present
duty as it brought to light the posi-
tion and work of His people.”5
There is one main difference
between the classical metaphysical
In theological thinking, cosmology is not a side issue but an issue 
that informs the understanding of all biblical teachings.
Changes in these far-reaching ideas necessarily unleash changes in
the entire theological system. To accommodate Genesis 1 to 
deep-time evolutionary theory, theologians implicitly modify the 
way they assume God acts in history.
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he primary “textbook” of the
Christian faith, the biblical
canon, is at the crux of any dis-
cussion of science and faith.
Considerations of scriptural
authority and veracity ever continue
to engage both scientists and theolo-
gians.
Of course, the Bible isn’t a text-
book in the modern definition of the
word. But its materials need to be
studied closely, making sure to heed
the wide variety of ways in which
parts of Scripture relate and interact
with one another. Such a study vali-
dates its sweeping claims of divine
inspiration. One must deal honestly
with the fundamental assumptions
and parameters within which the
Bible writers consistently work.
Thankfully, these are fairly obvious.
None of the Bible writers, for
example, ever attempts to prove the
existence of God. Without excep-
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theology should reject Genesis 1 as
theological history and accept deep-
time evolutionary theory should
explain to the rest of the worldwide
body of believers the systematic con-
sequences of such a paradigmatic
change in theological detail. Such
study would reveal the incompatibil-
ity of evolutionary theory and
Adventist theology.
If Adventism were to adopt the
deep-time evolutionary theological
paradigm, the Great Controversy
metanarrative on which the Advent-
ist system of theology stands would
be replaced. The pillars of the Ad-
ventist Church would be changed.
The sola-tota-prima Scriptura prin-
ciple would be replaced with the
authority of science. In time, a rein-
terpretation would be required of
the entire content of Adventist the-
ology and fundamental beliefs. For
instance, God’s act of redemption
may become a continuation of His
act of creation. In this context,
Adventist doctrines such as the Sab-
bath, the law, the nature of sin, the
sanctuary, redemption, and end
times would no longer be speaking
of historical realities but would
become metaphors pointing to spir-
itual realities. Evil would be a part of
God’s design and method of cre-
ation. The cross would no longer be
the historical cause of eternal salva-
tion but only a part in the process of
historical evolution through which
God is achieving the plan of cre-
ation. There would be no real histor-
ical heaven but a spiritual timeless
contemplation of God.
Adventists need to reaffirm the
fact that a theological understanding
of Genesis 1 as describing the literal,
historical, six-consecutive-24-hour-
day period, through which God cre-
ated our planet is essential to the
theological thinking of Scripture,
and therefore, to the harmonious
system of truth that gave rise to
Adventism and its mission.
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